
The Magazine of Notre Dame High School

S
U

M
M

E
R

 2
0

16

25 YEARS AND COUNTING  

Mission to  
Appalachia

INSIDE 

Notre Dame Featured on NBC 
Nightly News

Patti and Allan Popp, Class of ’86, 
Create a Farm

Remembering Stephen Nemergut



IMPACT 
The Magazine of  
Notre Dame High School 
220 Jefferson Street 
Fairfield, CT 06825

Visit us online at 
www.notredame.org
twitter.com/NDFFLD
facebook.com/NDFairfield

©2016 Notre Dame High School

MAGAZINE STAFF 
Editor: Theresa (Saia ’79) Marzik, 
P’04,’06,’10 
Design: Keating Associates, Inc./ 
ann-design

Contributing Editors:  
Barbara D. Kiernan, 
P’88,’90,’92,’97,’98  
Nina M. Riccio

Contributing Photographers: 
Robert Taylor Photography, 
Nancy Roper, Shira Friedman, 
Nina M. Riccio

ON THE COVER 
25 years and counting!  
Notre Dame celebrates a  
long history of service to 
Appalachia. On the cover  
are: Mario Nunes ’15, Morgan 
Sweeney ’15, Livia Silva ’17 and 
Adonnis Andrade ’15

POSTMASTER 
Send address changes to: 
Office of Advancement/ 
Alumni Relations 
IMPACT Magazine 
Notre Dame High School 
220 Jefferson Street 
Fairfield, CT 06825

Dear Friends, 
Sending an issue of Impact 
to our alumni and friends as 
we look back on yet another 
school year. And what a year 
this has been! 

As you read about Notre Dame’s 
continued service in Appalachia, 
the added dimension international 
students are bringing to the 
school, and the lessons of 
patience and quiet strength 
demonstrated by ND’s beloved 
Steve and Mary Ann Nemergut, 
I believe you’ll agree that we are 
fulfilling our mission of helping 
young men and women grow in 
character, faith, and intellect. 

The strategic plan created several 
years ago has guided us ably into 
2016; we are now implementing 
another that will bring us to 2021 
with further growth in enrollment, 
the arts, athletics, and stronger 
academics. 

Stay on the lookout for ND’s 60th 
anniversary events, beginning 
in September and continuing 
throughout the year. I expect to 
see many of you in the next 18 
months to celebrate our past and 
anticipate our exciting future. 

Sincerely,

Fr. Bill Sangiovanni
PRESIDENT
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26 ACTS OF KINDNESS  

ND Featured On  
NBC Nightly News

THE CALL CAME IN ON A THURSDAY  

afternoon from an NBC News repre-

sentative asking for details on Notre 

Dame’s 26 Acts of Kindness campaign. 

Begun in 2012 as a response to the 

tragedy at Newtown’s Sandy Hook 

Elementary School, ND’s annual 

undertaking encourages a particular 

act of kindness each school day from 

mid-December through January—each 

honoring the memory of a victim. NBC 

needed to hear no more. The next day, 

correspondent Harry Smith (and crew) 

spent five hours at the school, filming 

and interviewing students participating 

in “Thank a First Responder Day.” The 

story aired on Sunday, December 13, 

and can be seen on our homepage. 

 President Fr. Bill Sangiovanni was de- 

lighted by the emails the school received 

from around the country, including those 

of proud alumni, schools wanting to join 

the campaign, and people just sharing 

their thanks and congratulations.

 This year’s 26 Acts campaign 

began with a schoolwide Christmas 

prayer service, held at Sacred Heart 

University’s chapel. ND’s Episcopal 

Chaplain, Fr. Luke Suarez, led the 

service and shared his experience as a 

newly ordained priest assigned to St. 

Rose of Lima Church in Newtown when 

tragedy struck. The service included a 

26-candle procession, and music sung 

by Mixed Company, an a capella group 

from Yale University School of Music. 

Breiana Campbell ’16 Wins 
Scholarship Jackpot
NOTING HER “STRONG LEADERSHIP, COMMUNITY SERVICE and academic 

achievements,” the Gates Millennium Scholarship Committee awarded Breiana 

Campbell ’16 (Bridgeport) with one of their highly competitive scholarships, a 

package that will not only pay all her unmet college expenses, but her needs for 

graduate school as well. 

 Fifty-three thousand students applied for a Gates Millennium Scholarship, 

funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation; just 1000 are awarded. When the 

oversized envelope arrived at the house, “my mom couldn’t stop crying. My dad 

stayed up all night researching—he didn’t believe it was real,” reports Breiana, who 

plans to attend Dartmouth College and then pursue a career as a neurosurgeon. 

“Now I know that money will not be an obstacle to my educational pursuits.” 
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After two days of traveling south in a van with 14 others from Notre Dame,  

Danny Combatti ’03, now a teacher in Greenwich, clearly recalls “driving 

through the mountains, then taking the turn to the town of Neon. As a 15-year-

old from Connecticut, my first thought was ‘Wow’. A lot of the houses were very 

beat up, some with no windows, and there was a lot of stuff in the yards. The 

town was really small and it was clear it had fallen on hard times.”

Like Danny, hundreds of other ND students 

had that “Wow” moment the first time they 

arrived in Appalachia, one of the poorest 

regions of the U.S. And that, says Larry Carroll, 

now executive director of pastoral services at 

Sacred Heart University, is precisely the point. 

Twenty-five years ago, as ND’s chaplain, he 

started the mission program to Appalachia. “We 

had a desire to expose students to a mission 

experience and Fr. Bill [Sangiovanni] had a 

relationship with Appalachia,” he explained. In 

June 1992, he and Michael O’Rourke, a longtime 

friend of Notre Dame, handpicked six seniors 

and headed down for a week at a work camp in 

Dunlow, West Virginia. 

Then, as now, their work consisted of doing 

whatever needed doing: insulating the 

underside of a trailer, repairing a roof, painting, 

clearing a yard of rocks and debris, or replacing 

a kitchen floor.

“I told the kids that . . . we’ve been called to 

a mission, and our response is ‘yes’ without 

judgment,” he recalled. “We wanted the kids to 

live in awareness of others, of their needs, and 

consider how we must meet them.” 

Tim Kiernan ’92, now working in finance at 

an environmental risk management firm, was 

on that first trip, and then rejoined the group 

as a chaperone for many years afterward. “It 

was a powerful personal experience. You’re 

entering a totally different world, and you meet 

wonderful people whose culture and day-to-

day experience is so unlike your own,” he said. 

“You can see where the coal mines were, and 

some families have lived in the same hollow for 

generations.” 

Some of the trip specifics have changed 

over the years. The group now goes to Neon, 

Kentucky, and works with HOMES, a faith-

based organization that builds and rehabs 

homes, getting families out of the ramshackle 

trailers they’ve been in for years. And instead 

of six students, the trip has mushroomed to 

about 40 students and chaperones each year, 

necessitating a caravan of five vans.

Indeed, as ND’s Appalachia mission trip has 

worked its way into the DNA of the school, 

it’s become so popular that not everyone who 

is interested is able to go. To be considered, 

students have to be in good academic standing, 

complete 30 hours of service work, and fulfill 

a fundraising obligation, mainly by selling 

ads for the annual girls’ basketball Christmas 

tournament program book.

This summer, there will be two trips headed 

south, both led by Principal Chris Cipriano. In 

addition to the regular student trip, he and his 

wife, Joanna, will return a week later for an 

all-alumni trip to commemorate 25 years of 

service. 

“We can get behind the wheel and get down 

there with no directions at this point,” Mr. 

Cipriano joked about the 14-hour (one way!) 

drive. 

25 YEARS AND COUNTING  

Mission to Appalachia

“ We wanted the kids to live in awareness 
of others, of their needs, and consider 
how we must meet them.” 

www.notredame.org 3
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Over and over again, Appalachia trip alums recall 

that one of the best gifts from the experience 

was the chance to bond with other ND students. 

The first year she joined the group, Eleni 

Stefanatos ’10 was assigned to a crew that was 

demolishing an old house. “We had to take the 

nails out of the wood so they could be used 

again,” she remembered. “The thing is, you’re 

not going to sit there talking about nails. We 

talked about each other, found out what we had 

in common, and we formed connections that 

way. Almost all my best friends from ND are 

from those trips.” Stefanatos is now an auditor at 

Deloitte-Touche in Stamford.

There are some familiar friends in Neon as well. 

“I remember one woman who stopped by to 

thank us for everything we were doing,” recalled 

Stefanatos. “It made me realize I was really 

working for this person. I could see where it was 

all going.” Others still talk about the woman who 

used to come by the bunkhouse in the evening 

to teach square dancing, and year after year the 

Rev. Johnny, a local pastor, invites the group to a 

Bible reading and social. “It’s very different from a 

Catholic experience and it lets kids see a different 

Christian faith,” said Mr. Cipriano.

One thing that hasn’t changed over the years is 

the chance to reflect at the end of each day. 

“There’s Mass each night, and everyone writes 

‘warm fuzzies’ to each other,” said Combatti, 

whose father comes along to chaperone the trips 

with him. “Then, on Saturday, everyone gets an 

envelope filled with their warm fuzzies.” No 

doubt, a lot of trip alums hold on to those 

envelopes for life. 

BY NINA M. RICCIO

“ It was a powerful personal experience. You’re entering a  
totally different world, and you meet wonderful people whose  
culture and day-to-day experience is so unlike your own.” 



“ It was a powerful personal experience. You’re entering a  
totally different world, and you meet wonderful people whose  
culture and day-to-day experience is so unlike your own.” 
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THE SEASON DIDN’T START OUT VERY PROMISING. The 

girls’ soccer team was beset by a number of injuries, including 

a torn ACL for defender Raina Ceryak ’16 (Naugatuck). 

Halfway through the season their win-loss record stood at a 

disappointing 4–7.

But a “perfect storm of players getting healthy, determination, 

chemistry and camaraderie allowed them to overcome those 

challenges and turn the season around,” said Coach Wayne 

Mones proudly. The Lancers powered through the last eight 

games of the season, finally tying Old Lyme 2–2 and being 

crowned co-state champions in the Class S last November—

the first ND girls’ team to win a state championship.

Much credit goes to co-captain Bryanna D’Arcangelo ’16 

(Bridgeport) who set a school record for assists, and co-captain 

and goalkeeper Sierra Chavez ’16 (Shelton), who set another 

record for shutouts. Sam LaValle ’17 (Southbury) set a record 

for career goals (78 in two years), and was voted co-MVP.

Though Mr. Mones is just wrapping up his second year at ND, 

he has an impressive record of coaching for 36 years at both 

the high school and college level. “He’s very loud and not 

afraid to tell you what he’s thinking,” said Sam LaValle, who 

called him “an amazing coach.” 

HAIL TO THE CHAMPS!  

Girls’ Soccer Best in State
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Notre Dame’s Delaney 

O’Keefe ’17 refuses to let 

a player from Jonathan 

Law get the ball.
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Starting a farm was not on the radar for Patti (Silk) Popp ’86 when she was a student 

at ND. “I did think about becoming a teacher, but I really focused on having fun,” 

she admits. “We had such a tightknit group, a real sense of community.” 

Not surprisingly, it’s recreating that sense of 

community that has made Sport Hill, the Easton 

farm that Patti and husband Allan Popp ’86 

created, so successful. 

Patti and Al knew each other at ND, but it wasn’t 

until a serendipitous evening at Bridgeport’s 

Captain’s Cove years after graduation that they 

began dating. At the time, she was working for 

an orthopedic surgeon and he had a landscaping 

business. 

In 2000, with two small children, they bought 

property in Easton and decided to clear it for 

farming. Their expertise? “Well, I used to help my 

grandparents in their garden. Same with Allan,” 

Patti laughs. But they both liked working with their 

hands and felt confident they could carve a living 

out of the earth. “It was a painful first few years. 

We cleared the land of trees and stumps, built 

retaining walls, composted. We had to learn the 

seasonality of produce. Honestly, I thought you 

planted seeds once and they grew all year.” The 

truth, they found out, wasn’t quite that simple. 

“You have to get into the rhythm of the land and 

cycles of weather and understand successive 

planting. And you learn that what grows well on 

the farm up the street might not grow well on your 

property,” explains Patti. 

Today, the Popps grow corn, tomatoes, popcorn-

on-the-cob (“Some of the best stuff I’ve ever eaten 

in my life!”), lettuce, kale, broccoli, peppers, and 

cauliflower. They raise pigs and chickens. Sport 

Hill is a sustainable farm; that is, the Popps farm 

using techniques that protect humans, animals, 

and the environment. They plant a variety of crops 

and rotate them, which is better for the soil and 

optimal for flavor. “The pigs can roam, and the 

chickens are pasture grazed. We give the pigs 

vegetable scraps rather than feed,” Patti explains. 

SIMPLE PLEASURES 

Patti and Allan Popp Create a Farm

photo by Shira Friedman

Al Popp ’86
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It’s obvious that a great deal of business 

creativity goes into making a small family farm 

profitable these days. Sport Hill Farm has had 

a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 

program for 11 years; it began with 20 families, 

and is now up to 200. Members pay up front for 

produce, then take a leap of faith. In the growing 

season, they get a variety box of whatever 

produce was harvested that week. Sport Hill 

partners with Fairfield’s Unquowa School, 

providing produce for their sustainable lunch 

program. The farm also runs a summer camp, 

four weeks of hands-on learning to get kids in 

tune with dirt and bugs and weather. “It’s a great 

way to disconnect them from the Internet, and 

I’m finally getting to teach,” says Patti. 

There’s a market right on the property, which sells 

Sport Hill’s produce as well as breads, cheeses and 

fruit sourced from other sustainable, local farms. 

And they participate in a couple of weekly farmers’ 

markets, like the one in Black Rock that was 

founded by Karyn Duda Leito, another classmate 

from the Class of ’86.

“Al and I are passionate about good food, and our 

customers are, too,” Patti says of the regulars who 

frequent the market. 

It was this community of regulars that sustained 

the Popps during a crisis several years ago. They 

were attending a Farm to Table dinner, an event 

Patti had been looking forward to. “Suddenly, 

I went deaf in one ear and felt a rush of fluid 

across my forehead,” Patti recalls. “I had the worst 

headache, and told Al I had to go home.” She 

thought it was a migraine, but customers warned 

Al to get her to the emergency room. Twenty-four 

hours after her headache began, she was told she 

had a ruptured aneurysm; after surgery, Patti was 

in the hospital for a month. 

“The doctors couldn’t believe I was walking and 

talking,” she says. “I believe it was God and the fact 

that I’m in good shape that saved me.” 

Luckily, Patti has had no residual physical effects 

from the scare, but the ordeal has changed her 

in other ways. “I had panic attacks for a year, but 

I had so much support, so many prayers from 

the community. And it’s burned an even greater 

passion in me to eat well and to share that passion.” 

Their customers understand this, she says.

“Our farm is a community, and our customers are 

people who are willing to seek us out for better 

food,” says Patti. “We built this from nothing and 

it’s been hard work, but I’m very proud of what 

we’ve done.” 

BY NINA M. RICCIO

“ It’s important for me to know where 
my food is sourced,” says Patti. At left, 
the Sport Hill Farm market.

photo by Patti Popp photo by Shira Friedman



There were a few giggles and a lot of anxiety as 11 freshmen and sophomores 

gathered in Sacred Heart’s TV studio last January. Their assignment: to write, 

practice, and deliver a two-minute newscast. The challenge: to do it all in English, 

a daunting task for these Chinese and Korean teens.

“I want you all to relax and enjoy this experience. 

Take a deep breath and have fun with it,” their 

English teacher, Mrs. Joanna Cipriano, advised.

The students took turns sitting in pairs behind the 

news desk, while others worked the teleprompter 

and cameras. “They are under a lot of stress, 

socially and culturally. They’re away from their 

families,” continued Mrs. Cipriano, who is also 

the program coordinator for Notre Dame’s 

International Student Program. 

While students from other countries have 

attended ND in the past, a focused effort to 

develop an international student program began 

in earnest about four years ago, said Mr. Gaetano 

Marra, director of admission. “I kept getting calls 

from agencies that recruit international students 

for a year of study at an American school,” he 

said. He discussed it with Principal Chris Cipriano, 

and they decided that going global could net a 

lot of benefits for the school.

“Diversity has always been one of ND’s greatest 

assets, but the international program brings an 

added dimension,” explained Mr. Marra. “There are 

a lot of students who want to study in the U.S.” 

But the school has made a decision to hold the 

line on numbers so international students remain 

a small percentage of the student body. “They 

want to come to an American school, become 

immersed in American culture and improve 

their language skills. They are not looking for an 

international school. And we want to add the 

global perspective without changing the school’s 

American character.” 

Notre Dame High School8

GOING GLOBAL  

ND Welcomes International Students

Rick Meng ’17 (China) and Lily Cho ’18 (South Korea) have embraced the year they’ve spent at Notre Dame.



Jenny (aka Jiyi) Choi is just one of the 

international students who now call ND home. A 

junior from South Korea with a passion for music 

and singing, she wasted no time getting involved 

with the choir and musical theatre, and she is 

studying music theory with Mr. Stephen Chuba. 

Jenny’s most memorable ND experience thus far 

has been the Winter Arts Celebration. “I loved 

seeing everyone perform in dance and band and 

choir,” she said. Jenny sang with the choir, which 

has been rehearsing since the start of school. 

All of ND’s international students are hosted by 

American families who are paid by the student’s 

agency to cover expenses. Jenny and a student 

from China live with a host mom in Trumbull. 

“She does all she can for us, and we have dinner 

together every night; we go out to the movies, 

shopping,” said Jenny. One thing Jenny has found 

challenging is the lack of public transportation. 

“In Korea, I can go anywhere without a car, and 

transportation is cheap and fast. Here, my host 

mom has to drive me to meet friends.” 

There are many reasons families decide to host a 

student. Take Tracy Flett of Norwalk, for example. 

“I had raised two sons, and they were my life,” 

she said. When her son Adam graduated from 

ND and headed off to college, “I didn’t want 

to be home alone, and it felt normal to have a 

teenager around.” This year, she hosted 14-year-

old Moritz Elenz from Germany, and 17-year-old 

Giovanni Cagnazzo from Italy. “I didn’t know what 

to expect, but I’ve gotten such good, easygoing 

kids. Giovanni plays basketball and Moritz played 

football, so I go to all their games. I try to do the 

things their moms would do if they were here.” 

Sharon and Mike Federici have three boys of their 

own, and have hosted for two years. Hosting, 

admits Mrs. Federici, is not without its challenges. 

The student who lived with them last year truly 

became part of their family. “He was 100% 

embraced by everyone at home and at school,  

and he in turn really embraced American culture,” 

she said. Unfortunately, that student made some 

poor decisions and had to return to China toward 

the end of the year. “It was very emotional for 

me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to host again,” she 

admitted. But the family did, welcoming Charon 

Teng, a junior from China, into their Shelton home 

in September. 

“We’re meeting such amazing kids. Some have 

traveled the world and are very academically 

accomplished, but in the end they’re still just 

teenagers,” said Mrs. Cipriano, noting that the 

common denominators [for students] are missing 

family, friends, and familiar foods. 

Learning styles present another challenge. Moritz, 

for example, studied more subjects and had more 

work at his school in Germany. Jenny had to 

get used to changing classes each period. And 

in Korea, “it feels like you’re learning, learning, 

learning. Here, we say to our teacher, ‘that doesn’t 

seem right.’ There is more discussion, more 

questioning.” Thomas Gerling of Italy agreed. 

“Here, it’s a different relationship with the teachers. 

They’re more friendly, there’s no fear in talking to 

them. We also do more projects, [whereas] in Italy 

the learning is more theoretical.” 

Many of ND’s international students, like Jenny, 

stay on past the one-year mark. “Six or seven of 

our seniors came in as sophomores and will 

graduate with us,” says Mrs. Cipriano. “It’s been a 

pleasure to work with our international students 

and see them grow both personally and 

academically.” 

BY NINA M. RICCIO

“ Diversity has always been one of ND’s greatest 
assets, but the international program brings an 
added dimension,” explained Mr. Marra. 
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LEFT Italian exchange student Giovanni Cagnazzo ’16 on the basketball court. CENTER Professor Keith Zdrojowy, studio  
manager of Sacred Heart’s Martire Broadcast Center, gives students a crash course on camera work. RIGHT Charon Teng ’17 
of China with his host dad, Mike Federici.
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It’s a phrase in traditional wedding vows that few couples have reason to ponder 

when they proclaim it. With their whole lives ahead and love to sustain them, a 

couple moves forward building a life that fosters each other’s gifts, rejoices in 

shared interests, encourages new adventures, and welcomes others in. 

For Mary Ann Braun and Stephen Nemergut, 

former Notre Dame teachers of religion and 

science, respectively, thoughts of personal illness 

would remain on the back burner for years after 

their wedding on August 4, 1984 (a date chosen 

by mathematician Steve so they’d never forget 

it: “84–84”). A honeymoon at Disney just hinted 

at the playful spirit that would enliven their 

marriage; years of caring for elderly parents 

would ground them in life’s grittier, sacred, and 

enduring challenges. 

Their home in West Haven came to reflect 

pursuits that encompassed all things Disney, 

Star Wars, and superheroes, as well as Yankees 

baseball. In the classroom, Steve wore these 

shared interests on a daily basis: a Disney, 

Peanuts, Star Wars, or otherwise fun tie. After 

they married, Mary Ann joined Steve as ND’s 

assistant girls’ basketball coach, and together 

they built on Steve’s record of 13 annual 

appearances in the state tournament, advancing 

to the finals in 1987, 1988, and 1989.

Their love for and devotion to each other were 

obvious to students, players, and colleagues alike. 

A condolence note sent to Mary Ann following 

Steve’s passing in November 2015 sums it up 

best: “[Mr. Nemergut’s] tremendous love for you 

was ever-apparent, even to young students like 

us, and your partnership was inspiring,” wrote 

alumni Meghan McCloat and Sly Accettullo, both 

Class of 2008. “We remember running into you 

at Mohegan Sun after a Meatloaf concert. You 

were both enjoying each other’s company so 

much, and we both said afterwards that we would 

After they married, Mary 
Ann Nemergut joined her 
husband, Steve, as ND girls’ 
basketball coach, together 
taking the team to three 
state championship finals.

IN MEMORIAM 

In Sickness and in Health

Stephen Nemergut
1944–2015



be blessed if we could ever share such a special 

love for as long as you did, and still have as much 

happiness as you seemed to have.”

The Appearance of  
Parkinson’s 
“It took us about two years to admit that the 

tremors in Steve’s hands were a sign of something 

serious,” says Mary Ann. In 2004, however, a visit 

to a neurologist confirmed the feared diagnosis: 

Parkinson’s Disease. 

A progressive disorder of the nervous system, 

Parkinson’s affects a person’s movement. The 

earliest sign is often a slight tremor in one hand. 

The disease gradually causes body stiffness; 

speech becomes soft or slurred, facial expressions 

go blank; and cognitive issues may develop. “We 

had often said,” says Mary Ann, “that ‘There’s 

nothing you and I can’t get through together,’ and 

we firmly believed that. We were lucky in that 

Steve’s diagnosis coincided with the availability 

of some cutting-edge medications. His symptoms 

stayed under control for quite a while.”

By 2007, however, his tremors increased to the 

point that writing on the blackboard became a 

challenge. Turning his personal struggles into a 

teaching tool, Steve began to incorporate the 

science of disease into his teaching. “He’d have his 

biology students do research on a disease affecting 

someone they knew, and then discuss both the 

science and the human impact,” recalls Mary Ann. 

From Mr. Nemergut, students learned that 

although scientists did not yet know the cause, 

the “mechanics” of Parkinson’s originates with 

the breakdown of cells in the brain that produce a 

chemical messenger called dopamine. The gradual 

loss of these cells and the consequent decrease of 

dopamine lead to the abnormal brain activity that 

manifests itself in Parkinson’s symptoms. 

“It was mainly the challenge of the blackboard 

that led to our decision to retire in 2009,” says 

Mary Ann. 

Journey into Retirement
Retirement did lessen the frustration, in that 

not having to adhere to a schedule meant no 

longer having to rush through increasingly time-

consuming daily activities. “We tried to make the 

best of it,” she says, noting that they continued 

to enjoy ND and Fairfield University basketball 

games, traveling to see family, and informal lunch 

gatherings with retired ND colleagues. 

When aphasia manifested itself in 2011, Steve 

gradually lost his ability to communicate 

effectively. Aphasia results from damage to the 

parts of the brain that control language, but it 

does not affect a person’s intelligence. “Realizing 

that Steve knew what he was trying to say broke 

my heart,” says Mary Ann. “For a long time, I was 

able to ‘translate’ him to others.” 

In fall 2013, yet another serious challenge arose: a 

condition called Lewy Body dementia. “Steve had 

been having episodes of intense anxiety where 

he’d lash out in anger—so unlike the Steve I’d 

known and loved for years,” says Mary Ann. What 

followed would be a year of caring for “Steve” and 

“not-Steve,” as Mary Ann came to think of him. 

“When he was ‘not-Steve’, he’d say and do mean 

things,” she recalls. “What was so sad for me was 

that when an episode was over and he returned to 

being ‘Steve,’ he’d remember what he had done or 

said. He would say ‘I’m sorry’ over and over again. 

I had to remind him that it was the damn disease, 

not him, that was causing his behavior.” 

“ During my time at ND, this man was the face of kindness. He was 
the first teacher to greet me, help me find AND open my locker, and 
was a great teacher. Many years later, during Orientation for my 
son, he actually stopped his presentation in front of a pretty large 
group of parents, came over and gave me a big hug.”

	 	 						 										—		PATRICK	ADDENBROOKE		|		FINDLAY,	OHIO
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ON DISPLAY AT  

Mr. Nemergut’s wake 

was his collection of 

some 500 fun-themed 

ties, with a sign inviting 

attendees to take one 

and treasure it. After 

his funeral, fewer than 

50 ties remained, a 

testament to the many 

lives touched by the 

beloved teacher, coach, 

colleague and friend.

Mr. Nemergut’s Ties



Love Beyond All Bounds
“What Mary Ann did for Steve in that final year 

goes beyond the bounds of anything I’ve ever 

seen anyone do for someone else,” says their 

close friend and colleague, Armand Fabbri, former 

principal of Notre Dame. “She took on the role of 

care partner and advocate—no matter where he 

was being treated—not leaving his side except to 

go home for some sleep.”

Noting that she was losing weight and looking 

exhausted, friends and family urged her to take 

an occasional break. “When I started to suggest 

that,” recalls Mr. Fabbri, “she stopped me, saying: 

‘This is my life and Steve is the love of my life. I’m 

doing what I want to be doing for someone I love 

to be doing it for. I am completely at peace.’”

That peace, however, was not an ethereal notion. 

Rather, a deep trust in God’s presence, gratitude 

for the prayers of others, and an acceptance of 

grace (the hard kind) allowed her to do the next 

good thing. “I’d plead to the Lord to give us a 

break,” she recalls, “and did a lot of YELLING at 

Him, too. I learned to treasure the good moments 

—and there were many—and focus on what was 

ahead of me that day.”

Advocacy took her into the legal realm as well. 

After a hospitalization in late spring, the insurance 

company denied the doctor’s recommendation 

for physical therapy to get Steve walking again. 

In what can only be described as a “Catch-22,” 

the insurance criteria required that a patient 

demonstrate progress in therapy. For someone 

with a degenerative disease, however, maintaining 

the status quo is progress. 

“Without the therapy, Steve would have lost 

more ground,” says Mary Ann. Following two 

unsuccessful appeals, she consulted an attorney, 

presented Steve’s case to a judge via telephone 

conference, and won. The therapists then taught 

her how to guide Steve through some of the 

exercises herself—a hedge against any future 

denials. 

In mid-November, breathing difficulties coupled 

with a stubborn infection led to Steve’s final 

hospitalization. During that time, Mary Ann 

emailed to friends, “Steve is comfortable and 

being well taken care of, so I’ve had to give this 

to the Lord. They’ve given him some morphine to 

ease the respiration and allow him to rest easily. 

I know I’ve done everything I could for my love 

and we’ve been in two great places that have let 

me be a real care partner. I’ve been with Steve, as 

I wanted to be and I have no regrets. And I’m still 

getting some smiles.” 

Stephen Nemergut went home to the Lord on 

November 30, 2015. 

BY BARBARA D. KIERNAN, P’88,’90,’92,’97,’98

“  Being part of his team taught me the value of tradition, 
teamwork, honor, humility, hard work, perseverance, and 
celebrating successes. I’ll always remember huddling up at 
the next practice after a game, where he would hand out 
his MVP of the game award—the coveted blue shoelace. As 
a player, you worked hard, hoping you would have a set of 
blue laces by the end of the season.”

	 	 													—		KIM	SCHMIDT	’83		|		FORT	MITCHELL,	KY

“  He was a wonderful man and he meant a great deal to me, 
even if as a teenager I didn’t always show it. For his belief in 
me, I am eternally grateful.”

																															—		RYAN	HARDY	’04,	DIRECTOR	OF	PLAYER	
PERSONNEL,	USA	HOCKEY		|		PLYMOUTH,	MICH.

Coaching the 1988 girls’ basketball team, one 
of 13 teams to play in the state tournament 
during his coaching years (1977–1989)

The Nemerguts, at Steve’s 
2008 induction to the 
Connecticut Women’s 
Basketball Hall of Fame.
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Carole Christy Surina Educator Award
Armand	Fabbri,	former Principal of Notre Dame 

from 1983 to 1994. Assistant Principal from 1970 to 

1983. Superintendent of Schools for the Diocese of 

Bridgeport from 1994 to 2000.

Sister Marion Rielly Leadership Award
James	Barquinero,	Senior Vice President for 

Enrollment, Student Affairs, and Athletics at 

Sacred Heart University.

Notre Dame Community  
Impact Award 
Dianne	June	Auger	’79,	Senior Vice President 

and Chief Strategy Officer for St. Vincent’s Heath 

Services and President of the St. Vincent’s Medical 

Center Foundation. Former Interim Regional CEO 

with American Red Cross for Greater New York, 

Regional CEO for Connecticut and Rhode Island 

and Mid-Fairfield County.

Notre Dame Alumni Hall of  
Fame Inductees
Michael	McCann	’63	

Christine	Mahoney	Hughes	’71

Athletic Hall of Fame Inductees
Alan	Fischer	’67	

Jason	Miska	’91	

Candace	Williams	’08

Team Inductee
1980	Boys’	Basketball

 

1.		The McCann Family 

2.		Fr. Bill with Fr. Frank 
Hoffman

3.		MaryAnn Nemergut and 
Tricia (Stramoski ’79) 
Hajducky 

4.		The Fabbri Family 

5.		The Mahoney/Hughes 
Family

1

3

4

School spirit wove its way through the 2016 Lancer Legacy Gala, as alumni, parents, and friends of 

Notre Dame gathered on March 12 to celebrate ND’s best. Three individuals received prestigious ND 

honors, each award reflecting one of the school’s core values: education, leadership, and community. 

In addition to these honors, Notre Dame inducted five alumni into its Alumni Hall of Fame and, into the 

Athletic Hall of Fame, three individual athletes and one outstanding team. 

As Notre Dame’s largest fundraiser, the annual Gala benefits the school’s current students, providing 

support for academic and athletic programs. Held this year at Sacred Heart University, the Gala 

featured a strolling cocktail reception, a fabulous selection of food and drink, as well as a silent auction.

ND Gala Chair and Advancement Director Theresa Marzik commented that the gala is a wonderful 

event that brings together so many different members of the ND community—alumni, parents, faculty, 

friends. “It’s a great way to celebrate Notre Dame’s past, present and exciting future,” she said.

At the Gala, Notre Dame honored 
the following individuals:
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2016 

Lancer Legacy Gala
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WE ARE VERY EXCITED TO ANNOUNCE OUR PLANS FOR THE 

Fr. Bill Sangiovanni Athletic Complex 

Become part of Notre Dame’s continued growth and success as we transform 
our athletic fields and grounds, and honor Father Bill, a man synonymous with 
Lancer pride.  

Please join in supporting this major project that will 

begin this summer and include:

•  Completion of a new international size turf field,  

in collaboration with Sacred Heart University,  

to be used by Notre Dame soccer, lacrosse and 

softball teams. 

•  Upgrades to our existing fields with construction of a 

4-lane, 200 meter track, and an area for field events 

(javelin, discus, shotput).

•  Renovations to Fabbri Field with new dugouts, press 

box, bleachers, scoreboard and batting cages.

•  A Veteran’s Memorial Plaza to honor those who 

served in our military, especially Notre Dame 

graduates and the six graduates killed in action  

(5 in Vietnam and 1 in Iraq), and serve as the main 

entrance to the Fr. Bill Sangiovanni Athletic Complex.

LEARN MORE AND CONTRIBUTE  

TODAY at notredame.org. 


